Magic Mountain by Al-Hadid, Diana
Virginia Commonwealth University
VCU Scholars Compass
Theses and Dissertations Graduate School
2005
Magic Mountain
Diana Al-Hadid
Virginia Commonwealth University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd
Part of the Art and Design Commons
© The Author
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at VCU Scholars Compass. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses
and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of VCU Scholars Compass. For more information, please contact libcompass@vcu.edu.
Downloaded from
http://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd/827
School of the Arts, Department of Sculpture  
Virginia Commonwealth University  
 
 
 
This is to certify that the thesis prepared by Diana Al-Hadid entitled MAGIC MOUNTAIN 
has been approved by his or her committee as satisfactory completion of the thesis or 
dissertation requirement for the degree of Master of Fine Arts 
 
 
 
 
Committee Member, Kendall Buster, Associate Professor School of the Arts  
 
 
 
Committee Member, Jack Risley, Associate Professor School of the Arts 
 
 
 
Committee Member, Gregory Volk, Visiting Critic School of the Arts 
 
 
 
Amy Hauft, Chair of Department of Sculpture 
 
 
 
Richard Toscan, Dean of School of the Arts 
 
 
 
Dr. F. Douglas Boudinot, Dean of the School of Graduate Studies 
 
 
 
13 May 2005 
 
  ii 
© Diana Al-Hadid 2005 
All Rights Reserved 
 
  iii 
MAGIC MOUNTAIN 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
 
by 
 
DIANA AL-HADID 
Master of Fine Arts, Virginia Commonwealth University, 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Virginia Commonwealth University 
Richmond, Virginia 
May 2005 
  ii 
 
Acknowledgements and Thankings 
I would like to thank the sculpture faculty at Virginia Commonwealth 
University for their support, advice and encouragement over the past two 
years.  I would especially like to thank my committee members, Kendall 
Buster, Gregory Volk, and Jack Risley for the time and dedication they gave 
for my thesis project.  Also, I would like to thank Elizabeth King for 
provoking my interest in a number of topics pertinent to my work and for 
offering invaluable resources for my research.  Thank you especially to Amy 
Hauft and Connie Brown who continually overextend themselves in the 
service of the graduate sculpture students.  Finally, I am thankful for the 
support and confidence set by Joe Seipel, who sets the standard of enthusiasm 
for the entire department.  
 
I dedicate this place to my mother and father.  
  iii 
Table of Contents 
Page 
Acknowledgements and Thankings ................................................................................... iv 
Landscapes in the Gallery ................................................................................................... 8 
Place .................................................................................................................................... 9 
Fanciness and Pragmatism ................................................................................................ 12 
Topology and Membranes................................................................................................. 13 
Imagination and Good Sense ............................................................................................ 16 
Figures.......................................................................................................................... 16-18 
Bibliography...................................................................................................................... 19 
Vita............................................................................................................................... 20-21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  iv 
 
 
List of Figures 
Page 
Figure 1: Magic Mountain..................................................................................................... 16 
Figure 2: Magic Mountain..................................................................................................... 16 
Figure 3: Magic Mountain..................................................................................................... 17 
Figure 4: Magic Mountain..................................................................................................... 17 
Figure 5: Magic Mountain..................................................................................................... 18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  v 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
 
 
MAGIC MOUNTAIN 
By Diana Al-Hadid, Master of Fine Arts 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2005 
 
 
My installations are propositions for an imaginary world that relies on its own 
internal logic, a world of believability without recognition.  While the work references 
landscape it also emphasizes its contrivance, as it is automatically estranged in an 
“unnatural” gallery setting.  I subvert or de-familiarize the materials and processes that I 
use in the service of creating a fictitious environment.   
My places are impossible places.  They are irregular, illogical, and unstable.  Our 
imagination can be one of most dangerous things to psychological stability as it is an 
inventory of all things possible, no matter how irrational or improbable.  The irrational is 
always an option, a lingering threat.    
The imagination seems to hate permissions and limitations, but is nevertheless 
lodged within them.   I want to create a sense of nonsensical logic.   If all things that can be 
imagined are logical possibilities, I want to find the place where fantasy seems to be just 
barely reality.  If I can't have an inherent contradiction, I'll take an apparent one.  
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Magic Mountain 
“Who are we?  What’s going on?”—Sir J J Sguttenstuff 
 
LANDSCAPES IN THE GALLERY 
My installations are propositions for an imaginary world that relies on its own 
internal logic, a world of believability without recognition.  While the work references 
landscape it also emphasizes its contrivance, as it is automatically estranged in an 
“unnatural” gallery setting.  I subvert or de-familiarize the materials and processes that I 
use in the service of creating a fictitious environment.   
While they take the form of large-scale installations, I aim for my places to behave 
simultaneously as thing and environment.  I am interested in how a piece unfolds in time 
while also presenting itself strongly as a singular and integral system.  Inside the gallery, 
my places may behave as carefully composed objects, even a thing neatly created for a 
“tourist.”  A piece might appear to be unabashedly narcissistic, as if it is in the process of 
its own creation, caught undressing, unveiling, unzipping.  While I embrace the self-
conscious theatricality of art, I am equally interested in art that is completely self-
consumed, even that it is self-generating, independent from and indifferent to its audience.  
This luxurious condition of suspended disbelief is fundamentally supported and 
rationalized by the frame of the gallery space.  It is under such condition that my 
installations are able to exist for nobody and everybody, in much the same way that a 
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natural landscape exists.  In “The Aesthetics of Silence,” Susan Sontag draws a similar 
comparison regarding an audience of art and one of nature: 
A landscape doesn’t demand from the spectator his ‘understanding,’ his 
imputations of significance, his anxieties and sympathies; it demands, 
rather, his absence, it asks that he not add anything to it.  Contemplation, 
strictly speaking: an object worthy of contemplation is one which, in effect, 
annihilates the perceiving subject.1   
 
 
PLACE   
 
 I am interested in shaping a tacit understanding similar to the experience of the 
spectator in a landscape described by Sontag.  My places are at once seamless and the 
contrived, rational and irrational, actual and fictive.  With regard to the artificiality of the 
places, the carefully contrived scenario, my installations converge with architecture.  At 
the locus of the intersection between sculpture and architecture is the construction of space.  
Here lies a curiosity about the nature of place itself, especially as a phenomenological and 
psychological construct.  In his 1979 study on genius loci, or the “spirit of place,” architect 
Christian Norberg-Schulz connects the importance of place and self: “The place is the 
concrete manifestation of man’s dwelling, and his identity depends on his belonging to 
places.”2  This is of particular importance for me, having immigrated to this country at a 
young age and being raised in a sort of transitory psychological place, in the fuzzy 
between-land country of Arab-America.  I am compelled to create places that identify the 
viewer only as a sort of tourist, partially in a state of curiosity and speculation of an alien 
and unfamiliar landscape and partially as an intruder of a place that is so neatly self-
                                                 
1 Susan Sontag, “The Aesthetics of Silence,” in Styles of Radical Will (New York: Picador USA, 1969), 16.  
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contained.  I want them to be conscious of the highly decorative manner of the landscape 
itself and be reminded only that this place can only reasonably exist in the affluent context 
of “art gallery.”  
In my own work, I create placeless places that temporary dislocates the rational 
sense of belonging to a geography.  In essence, the sculptures are propositions, they are 
speculations on escapism, but they are not free of associations in our natural world.  In 
fact, they are deeply indebted to art historical movements and to the utopian missions of 
science fiction.  But the references found in the installations are deliberately inconclusive.  
That is, I am not interested in pointing to or investigating a particular historical or 
contemporary myth, only in offering a stage, an opportunity for an occurrence to take place 
in my idiosyncratic places.  J. Nicholas Entrikin writes about the interdependent 
relationship between the construction of myth and the place by which that myth was born.  
He observes that certain cities for example become stand-ins for the important historical 
events that occurred there, that  
[the] metonymic quality of our everyday concept of place has parallels in 
the characterization of place in myth.  In mythical thought necessary 
connections link events and their locations, and the subjective and the 
objective are weakly differentiated… Places and their contents are seen as 
wholes.3  
 
By withholding specificity of an actual event (other than, for example, the slow topological 
“event” that is the “geological development” in Magic Mountain), and by suggesting only 
                                                                                                                                                    
2 Christian Norberg-Schulz, Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture (London: Academy 
Editions, 1980), 6.   
3 J. Nicholas Entrikin, The Betweenness of Place: Towards a Geography of Modernity (Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1991), 11. 
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general locations rather than any particular location on a map, my places are essentially 
placeless.   
  
FANCINESS AND PRAGMATISM 
Of late, the work evokes the baroque, the arabesque, and set design.  I am also 
interested in the appearance of an animated place, one that is in the process of its own 
creation or regeneration.  More recently, they are surfaced with pearl paint and as well as 
white flocking decorating white surfaces, becoming a gratuitously opulent environment.   
In 1979, architect Adolf Loos wrote Ornament and Crime in which he argued that 
decoration was not only superfluous but criminal and was in urgent need of regulation.4  
Coming from a highly decorative and ornamental Arabic heritage, I find this position not 
only offensive, but in fact antagonistic to the gratuitous and non-functional activity of art 
making itself.  And yet, on the other hand, I am motivated by a strong sense of pragmatism 
and resourcefulness that demands of me purpose in each element.  My carved arabesque 
forms are not decorative surfaces, but three-dimensional things.  My pearlescent paint can 
be considered a thing rather than a color.  I am aware that my work is arrested in artifice, in 
an unapologetic opulence, and in a self-generating theatricality.   Decoration is both 
superfluous and essential to the form and structure of my work—it is the genesis of its 
creation and fundamental to its being.  Decoration is a thing, not an application.  I am 
reminded of how the baroque itself was a concretization of the spiritual, and encouraged by 
                                                 
4  Adolf Loos, Ornament and Crime: selected essays  (Riverside, CA: Ariadne Press, 1998). 
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the Catholic Church as a means to communicate to worshippers through the most direct 
and romantic, expressive forms.     
 
TOPOLOGY AND MEMBRANES  
I primarily use fiberglass planes or “membranes” to outline and organize space and 
create the appearance of a fragile landscape.  This egg-shell fragility is suggested by the 
membrane being visible in its entirety (front and back, in and out), that no space is fully 
enclosed and comfortably situated under its own weight.  In Metaphors We Live By, 
Lakoff and Johnson write about the way in which we understand our world through 
metaphor, and that our physical sense is tacitly indebted to the concept that, “…Each of us 
is a container, with a bounding surface and an in-out orientation.”5  They explain that it is 
through this metaphorical concept that we understand space, and especially our belonging 
within it.  My interest in simultaneously revealing the interior and exterior is an attempt to 
depict space as a container, one that can be stretched infinitely and expanded 
exponentially. 
In Magic Mountain, the membranes depict a variety of forms and geological 
events, and suggest an expanding and forming of geological time.  Paradoxically, however, 
the land mass is fragile and attempts to defy gravity.  From the exterior, the piece can be 
read as a sort of landscape, some thing viewed from the distance and framed as if it were a 
postcard.  But when one is inside the space, it is suddenly an “environment.”  Norberg-
Schulz observes that “a concrete term for environment is place.  It is common usage to say 
  6 
that acts and occurrences take place.”6  The linguistic observation (with metaphorical 
implications that would make Lakoff and Johnson proud) made here is that space and time 
are integral, that the event with its locale are inseparable.  Norberg-Schulz continues “In 
fact it is meaningless to imagine any happening without reference to a locality.”  Magic 
Mountain perhaps takes this observation literally, such that the place and the event seem 
entirely laminated.  The environment is appears to be caught in mid-sentence, it is place 
and an event.  What is happening is happening on and in the surface.  The structure, the 
skin, and the event appear interdependent, simultaneous, and equally revealed.   
In Magic Mountain, the plane is outlined by a meandering line that is unique and 
non-modular, as in a coastline on a map.  Mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot investigated 
the occurrence of fractal geometry in nature that was inspired by the study of coastlines.  
He developed an algorithm in the computer that determined that the length of the coast of 
Britain increases indefinitely as one comes closer to it.7  Similarly, I imagine my place’s 
boundary to be fractal, as I avoid establishing a definite scale to correspond the line with a 
particular perspective in space.  One may imagine it may be a view from miles away or 
microscopically enhanced.   
This edge that outlines the membrane differentiates and preserves the above and 
below sections of the plane, which has been a constant rule in my work.  One can imagine 
traversing the surface and having complete access to all points on a single side of the 
                                                                                                                                                    
5 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1980), 29.  
6 Genius Loci, 6. 
7 Benoit Mandelbrot, <http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/~history/Mathematicians/Mandelbrot.html> [July 
1999]. 
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plane.  Even when there are tears in the fabric, these ruptures are rather superficial and do 
not create enough of a disturbance that the membrane folds into itself.  In other words, the 
exterior and the interior never meet, never intersect, the plane is connected and continuous.  
(At one junction in Magic Mountain, in fact, one plane hops over the other to prove the 
point.)  These tears do, however, mean that the surface is not topologically equivalent to 
any other region, such that the surface is unique and being torn and ripped in “actual time.”  
Additionally, the tears occur in different sizes, especially between the “mountain” area and 
the “wave” area.  These ruptures suddenly create a character on the surface that is 
measurable in size to some degree.  This breaks any topological continuity, for, as Kurt 
Lewin states in a text called Principles of Topological Psychology, “[d]ifferences in size 
are also disregarded in topology.  There is no topological difference between a drop of 
water and a sphere the size of the sun.”8  Therefore, my place is not a mathematically 
immutable condition—it is particular and idiosyncratic, the surface susceptible to stresses 
and breakages.  I am interested in topology insofar as I can use it as a starting point to 
negotiate planar phenomenon, but am averted by its modularity.  Anything as a model, or a 
stand-in, or a standard makes me squirm.  This is different than infinite expansion, such as 
with fractals, which are defined as “an extremely irregular line or surface formed of an 
infinite number of similarly irregular sections”9 (emphasis on the irregular).   
 
 
                                                 
8 Kurt Lewin, Principles of Topological Psychology (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1936), 88. 
9 Webster’s New World College Dictionary, 4th ed., s.v. “fractal.” 
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IMAGINATION AND GOOD SENSE 
My places are impossible places.  They are irregular, illogical, and unstable.  Our 
imagination can be one of most dangerous things to psychological stability as it is an 
inventory of all things possible, no matter how irrational or improbable.  The irrational is 
always an option, a lingering threat.    
The imagination seems to hate permissions and limitations, but is nevertheless 
lodged within them.  I am interested in the imagination as it struggles both to dispel and 
enlist a sense of logic.  The relationship between sense and nonsense, logic and 
imagination, is spitefully interdependent.  I want to create a sense of nonsensical logic.  In 
the end, the notion of a proposition is more valuable to me than the proposition itself, the 
perversion more valuable than the solution.  If all things that can be imagined are logical 
possibilities, I want to find the place where fantasy seems to be just barely reality.  If I 
can't have an inherent contradiction, I'll take an apparent one.   
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[Fig. 1] Magic Mountain.  2005. dimensions variable. FGR/Fiberglass, polystyrene, steel, paint. 
 
[Fig. 2.]  Magic Mountain.  2005. dimensions variable. FGR/Fiberglass, polystyrene, steel, paint. 
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[Fig. 3] Magic Mountain.  2005. dimensions variable. FGR/Fiberglass, polystyrene, steel, paint. 
 
[Fig. 4] Magic Mountain.  2005. dimensions variable. FGR/Fiberglass, polystyrene, steel, paint. 
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[Fig. 5] Magic Mountain.  2005. dimensions variable. FGR/Fiberglass, polystyrene, steel, paint. 
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